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Abstract: This editorial for the theme track ‘Creating connections: Social research of,
for, and with design’ outlines the underpinning concepts that contributed to a call for
papers that would explore social research into the activities and/or outcomes of design
practice. This editorial also briefly locates each of the six papers in relation to the
track’s interests in how design and the social sciences may be effectively engaged with
each other. By exploring some of the empirical details and modes of analysis through
which research projects into design practice are undertaken, this set of papers will
usefully inform design practitioners and social scientists, especially if they are interested in considering some of the challenges, insights, and benefits that might arise
through collaborative engagement.

1. Introduction
Design practice has often been studied by social scientists, with varying levels of interaction
occurring between the practitioners and the researchers. This conference track offers space
to consider how research that occurs between design and the (mainly interpretive) social sciences (e.g., including but not limited to, approaches such as ethnography and/or ethnomethodology), is formed and carried out in ways that are informative to either/both creative
practice and social research.
The track especially engages with studies that explore how disciplinary boundaries and activities in design and in the social sciences might be questioned and/or transformed by the interactive practices of research. Issues considered include practical concerns such as the institution-based modes of coordination that are required to enable collaborative activity, as
well as the diverse intellectual dispositions that underpin modes of design activity as well as
reflections upon design. An aim of this track was to consider some of the unexpected challenges or successes encountered when social scientists and/or designers engage with takenfor-granted or unfamiliar routines or modes of interpretation. Also of interest to this track’s
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International Licence.

Arlene Oak, Claire Nicholas

theme were the ways in which everyday practicalities and complexities of conducting research and/or design might inform either, or both, approaches to action and forms of theory.
The papers assembled here variously consider engagements between design projects and
social research studies that are completed or ongoing: a range of investigations driven by
the complexities and stakes of designing and making as these occur in relation to diverse
products and the contexts of professional practices and pedagogies (including experiential
learning). In reflecting on the empirical terms and conceptual challenges outlined by designers and social scientists, these papers explore how knowledge translations might generate
productive and potentially challenging frictions across different domains of experience.

2. Overview of the papers
The Creating Connections theme track is comprised of six papers (outlined here in no particular order): these are: Oak, A. and Nicholas, C., After practice: Messy relations in the ethnographic study of design; Nicholas, C., Forren, J, and Reilly, D., Augmented: Design and ethnography in/of an architecture, computer science, and textile research-creation collective;
Tutenel, P., Ramaekers, S., and Heylighen, A., Weaving with design research to study children’s everyday practices in cancer care environments; Tjahja, C., Setting the state: The
value of contextual social research when designing with energy transition initiatives; Buur, J.,
Kjærsgaard, M., Sorenson, J., and Agça, A., Studying interaction design practices with theory
instruments; and, Bailey, J., Constructing a critical anthropology of contemporary design
practices.
In the Oak and Nicholas paper, the “Thinking While Doing” research project is first outlined.
This research-creation initiative (funded by Canada’s SSHRC agency) brought together ethnographers, architecture professors, and students in a practice-and-study project focused on
design-build education (wherein architecture students and professors work together – along
with engineers, contractors, clients, etc. – to create functional structures for use by “real”
people. Such projects are distinct from many activities in architecture education, which tend
to focus on the creation of drawings and models that represent hypothetical structures). Oak
and Nicholas especially consider how disjunctions in the velocity or speed of practice between ethnography and architecture impacted the project in unexpected ways. This paper
draws attention to the latent disconnections and difficulties that might emerge once a seemingly straightforward, collaborative project is underway.
In another of the track’s papers, Nicholas, Forren, and Reilly draw attention to wide ranging
forms of collaboration through their study of an interdisciplinary group of practitioners and
scholars who, together, are exploring issues concerning augmented reality, handcraft, architecture, human-computer interaction, textiles, and ethnography. While this ongoing project
has many facets, the paper featured here especially considers findings concerning embodied
knowledge in relation to disciplinary frameworks. As they reflect on the perceptions that underpin and enable the design and operationalizing of this multi-disciplinary research project,
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the authors note asymmetries of expertise and elisions of positionality as these exist between research participants and observers.
The Creating Connections track’s interest in the empirical phenomena of design practice and
its material outcomes is extended through the paper authored by Tutenel, Ramaekers, and
Heylighen. Here, the research focus is on the materiality of the hospital environment, with
particular attention drawn to mundane items such as a rolling intravenous (IV) stand and the
aquarium in a parents’ room and how they are variously used, especially in relation to vulnerable children who are undergoing treatment, as place makers, demonstrations of everyday care practices, and the informal activities of human-centred design. By putting the embodied experiences of children at the centre of their study of a children’s oncology ward and
day-care ward, the ethnographers’ fieldwork-based insights are given further depth by their
consideration of concepts from a range of theoretical studies, the disciplines of anthropology and philosophy, and their grounding in design research.
Tjahja’s paper widens the research focus to the urban context, raising questions about collaboration across wide-ranging issues of community input, and the impact of Covid 19 on the
trajectory of a research project. Tjahja explores what needs to be in place before a city (Groningen) can implement a co-design approach to energy transition from fossil fuels to renewable products. While energy transition initiatives are an important factor to contemporary
urban concerns, they are often unwieldy and difficult to implement at the local level. Tjahja’s
study indicates how co-design, in conjunction with social research, might better understand
the local context to foster a more targeted approach to energy transition. A particular insight of this work is how the COVID 19 pandemic meant the researchers had to postpone
their original plans for design-based activities, and instead focus on a social research-oriented approach: a rearrangement which they argue ultimately benefited the project design
itself and its outcomes.
From Tjahja’s explication of co-design and social research in the unexpected context of
COVID 19, we shift to the paper by Buur, Kjærsgaard, Sorenson, and Agça which offers an explication of how, by shifting the perspectives of interaction designers through a design-andtheory based exercise, insights concerning both design practice and social theory can be generated. Through a discussion of how they use a novel set of what they call “Design Anthropological Theory Instruments” with designers, the authors outline how familiar methods, concepts, and terms that are associated with one paradigm (e.g., design anthropology) can be
usefully – and playfully – reconstituted to inform reflection upon, and a more nuanced understanding of, the taken-for-granted practices and social complexities of interaction design.
This paper highlights how materiality and game playing can be used to teach theories and
concepts more usually associated with scholarly disciplines, while also opening up new ways
to think about and represent design activity and its outcomes.
The final paper to consider the track’s interests in the insights and connections between social theory and design practice is Bailey’s study: an overview of the value of taking a critical
lens to both design practice and to ethnography when drawing these domains together in
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the context of research. Her consideration outlines how social scientific research on design
can bring a skeptical edge to creative practice through considering it as, itself, a complex set
of disciplinary activities. By arguing for a sustained engagement between design and the (interpretive) social sciences, Bailey’s contribution concludes the track’s conviction that interactions between the social sciences and design are particularly interesting for how they
point to the potential of new research questions, fieldwork sites, and outcomes whose insights may be doubly informative, as they contribute both to new knowledge in the social
sciences and in the creative professions and pedagogies of design.
In summary, the Creating Connections track’s contributions range across studies that investigate the materiality and embodied engagement with specific objects and artefacts – both in
contexts of everyday life and augmented reality – with disjunctions between the velocities of
social science and design-based practices, with engaging individual designers and community members in co-design practices, and with taking a reflective and critical stance towards
the domains of scholarship and practice. Together these papers offer diverse perspectives
on the interactions between social research and design practice, outlining through the particularity of specific projects how fruitful engagements between practice and reflections
upon practice might bring insights across domains.
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